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Severe proptosis due to infection
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CASE REPORT

A 48-year-old male with history of type 2 diabetes and 
intravenous illicit drugs use, presented to the emergency 
department complaining of severe pain, decreased vision, 
swelling of the eyelids, and proptosis all in the right eye 
that has progressed over the previous three days. His 
symptoms started two days following vitrectomy for 
tractional retinal detachment and proliferative diabetic 
retinopathy with intraoperative injection of intravitreal 
ranibizumab in the same eye. On examination, his visual 
acuity was 20/30 in left eye and hand motion perception 
in right eye. His right eye also showed marked proptosis 
(new onset) with limitation of extraocular movements, lid 
edema, conjunctival injection and a hazy cornea. Contrast 
computed tomography (CT) scan of the head showed 
severe proptosis of right eye (Figure 1A, yellow arrow) 
with swelling of extraocular muscles (Figure 1B, blue 
arrows), stretching of the optic nerve, and a gas bubble 
in the right vitreous (Figure 1B, green arrow) consistent 
with injection of intraocular gas tamponade during 
vitrectomy. His findings were consistent with a diagnosis 
of acute postoperative proptosis, orbital cellulitis, and 
endophthalmitis. 

Ophthalmology consult was requested and cultures 
were sent. Intravenous and intravitreal antibiotic therapy 
were started and the patient condition significantly 
improved prior to discharge. 
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Figure 1: Contrast computed tomography (CT) scan of the head
(A) Yellow arrow pointing to severe proptosis of the right eye.
(B)  Blue arrows pointing to swelling of extraocular muscles, 
and a green arrow pointing to a gas bubble in the right vitreous 
consistent with injection of intraocular gas tamponade during 
vitrectomy.
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DISCUSSION

Orbital cellulitis is an infection involving the 
contents of the orbit (fat and ocular muscles). It must be 
distinguished from preseptal cellulitis (sometimes called 
periorbital cellulitis), which is an infection of the anterior 
portion of the eyelid. Neither infection involves the globe 
itself.

Although preseptal and orbital cellulitis may be 
confused with one another because both can cause 
ocular pain and eyelid swelling and erythema, they have 
very different clinical implications. Preseptal cellulitis 
is generally a mild condition that rarely leads to serious 
complications, whereas orbital cellulitis may cause loss of 
vision and even loss of life. Orbital cellulitis can usually 
be distinguished from preseptal cellulitis by its clinical 
features (ophthalmoplegia, pain with eye movements, 
and proptosis) and by imaging studies [1]. In cases in 
which the distinction is not clear, clinicians should treat 
patients as though they have orbital cellulitis. Both 
conditions are more common in children than in adults, 
and preseptal cellulitis is much more common than orbital 
cellulitis [1]. Proptosis (also called exophthalmos), which 
is one of the complications that can happen with orbital 
cellulitis, is the external bulging of the eyeball anteriorly 
and out of the orbit. It can be unilateral on one side as in 
this reported case image due to infection, or bilateral due 
to Graves’ disease. It can also happen due to a neoplasm 
or trauma. Proptosis can be diagnosed clinically and also 
by imaging like CT scan and magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) scan. Measurement of the degree of exophthalmos 
is performed using an exophthalmometer. Most sources 
define exophthalmos/proptosis as a protrusion of the 
globe greater than 18 mm [2]. The Treatment of proptosis 
should be targeted mainly towards reversing the primary 
cause, which may be evident from the clinical presentation 
or guided by history.

CONCLUSION

This is a case of a  significant unilateral proptosis 
that was diagnosed based on the clinical findings and 
computed tomography scan. It is important to recognize 
this diagnosis early on as it may be the initial presentation 
of an underlying orbital infection or neoplasm, for which 
early management could be vision and life-saving.
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